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Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle put a large part of their philosophical
effort into thinking about education. So did Locke and Rousseau and,
in his own way Descartes. Kant had something to say about education,
and Hegel less. Marx inspired a certain kind of old fashioned
education in the wanna-be communist countries, particularly the
Soviet Union and China. In this century Dewey, Russell, and
Whitehead among large philosophical figures tried to think well about
education. Each of these thinkers has had a major impact on what we
have taken education to be, about what deep assumptions we have
made about it. I wish to suggest that there is a sense in which all of
these major thinkers were concerned with the metaphysics of
education. Usually when omne thinks of metaphysics one thinks of
things underlying deep theories of space and time and causality, of
things in some sense prior to physics (although “metaphysics” means
“after physics,” but only in the sense that Aristotle’s students located
the book which they attributed to him after the book on physics in his
corpus). This is not what I mean by metaphysics.

What I shall mean by the “métaphysics of education” is “the
presuppositional structure” of education, at the deepest level we can
pitch it. Because it is at the deepest level that we are dealing with the
things taken most deeply for granted. In this I am following R.G.
Collingwood, an Oxford philosopher who had his zenith in the 1930s
and early 1940s. Collingwood thought of metaphysics as the science
of absolute presuppositions.

In the 20th century we largely inherited 19th century modes of
thought and slowly modified them throughout the century which is
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